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PIERPOINT CITES NEED
FOR CRITICAL, FREE PRESS

MISSOULA-Robert Pierpoint, CBS News correspondent, emphasized the value of objective reporting
and of criticism by the press, and stressed the need for a free press in a democracy Thurs
day in his keynote address at the 15th annual Dean Stone Night journalism awards dinner at
the University of Montana.
In his speech, entitled "We Must Be Doing Something Right," Pierpoint, who has seven
years experience as a foreign correspondent and 13 covering White House events, said

the

needle" of criticism used by some in the journalism profession may be responsible for much of
the criticism leveled at the press in recent years.
"There are reporters, and good ones, who cannot ask a question without causing irrita
tion," Pierpoint said.
more than the pencil.

"Some reporters use the needle as a professional instrument even
For them the needle may work, but it has not helped the image of the

profession."
Pierpoint said he has concluded "that some of this bad image is due to the fact that
we are doing a good job."
"In this increasingly complex world, the basic facts of a story are seldom enough to
do the vital job of keeping the public informed," he emphasized.
Quoting the late broadcaster Edward R. Murrow, whose goal was to "'make 'em itch,'"
Pierpoint said, "Murrow meant to report and analyze and criticize in such a way that the
audience was made uncomfortable, stirred up, forced to think.
He said Morrow "made 'em itch so much with a couple of television broadcasts on Sen.
Joseph McCarthy that he helped end an era that had lasted too long.
Pierpoint said there are indications that news media have been "making the public itch
a little" in recent years.
more
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He cited Vice President Agnew's "strong attack on network television news," which was
reported by CBS News in the fall of 1969.
Pierpoint said there was a flood of phone calls to various television studios across
the nation following Agnew's speech.
"Generally the callers agreed with the Vice President and were critical of network news,"
Pierpoint said.

"But the interesting thing was that the critics came from both ends of the

political spectrum--both the extreme of right and left.
"Personally, I took some comfort from the fact we were getting it from both extremes," he
commented.
Pierpoint said the Nixon Administration apparently has attempted to "silence the media
and still the criticism" of its Vietnam policies in efforts to end the war faster.
"Neither tactic has worked, however," Pierpoint emphasized.

"Agnew has failed to silence

criticism of the Administration's Vietnam policies, and Hanoi has not sued for peace."
Pierpoint also said " a very high percentage of the news media--reporters, columnists,
commentators and editors--have opposed the President's" intervention in Lt. William Galley's
case, although thousands of telegrams from the public protested "at 100 to 1 Calley's convic
tion" of murdering 22 unarmed prisoners, including women and babies in Vietnam.
"What had to be inferred, analyzed and interpreted (by reporters)," Pierpoint said,
well
"were Mr. Nixon's motives as/
as the possible long-term effect of his actions."
Emphasizing the need for objective reporting, Pierpoint said a reporter "must attempt to
get as many of the pertinent facts as possible and arrange them in as fair a manner" as he can,
allowing his audience to determine how closely the reporter's interpretations of the events
align with the facts.
"From the courthouse to the state house to the White House, we support the system by
fighting it," Pierpoint emphasized.
"We report, we interpret, we criticize.

When we pull our punches, when we favor our

friends, when we join forces we are supposed to be covering, we are contributing to the
breakdown of the system itself."

more
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Pierpoint said "opposition news organizations" were closed and reporters jailed by the
Soviet Union when "the outburst of freedom in Czechoslovakia" was crushed in 1968.
"A free press cannot exist outside a free democratic society," Pierpoint said.

'But

more important, freedom and democracy cannot exist (in any society) without a curious, criti
cal, energetic, unintimidated, fair but free press.

So far we are still here.

We must be

doing something right."
Dean Stone Night, sponsored by the UM School of Journalism, honors the late Arthur L.
Stone, first dean of the journalism school and editor of The Missoulian from 1906 to 1914.
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